1 Where the spelling of Arabic and Persian terms or place names is included in English dictionaries, I have adopted standard American usage. The exceptions to this rule are "Qurʾān" and "Qurʾānic" for Koran and Koranic. Personal names are written in long form when they appear for the fĳirst time in the text, thereafter they are quoted in their short form with the defĳinite article "al-" dropped whenever I refer to personal names denoting descent or origin (nisba). as directions for the use of amulets, magical use of letters and numbers, letter-squares, qurʾānic verses and names of God. The author of the work is known as a Sufĳi (al-Ṣūfī) who was given the honorifĳic name of Muḥyī l-Dīn, a name he shares with his famous contemporary Ibn al-ʿArabī (d. 638/1240). The latter also employs "the science of the letters" at the very heart of his magnum opus, al-Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya ("The Meccan Revelations"), a huge encyclopedia that offfers a highly intellectual synthesis of mystico-philosophical Sufĳism. Having worked on it for some thirty years, Ibn al-ʿArabī divides his work into six voluminous parts ( faṣl), each subdivided into sections ( juzʾ) or chapters (bāb). The prologue, chapter 1, begins with a reflection on the reality of being (al-ḥaqīqa l-wujūdiyya), the Logos and its manifestations (al-ḥaqīqa al-Muḥammadiyya) and the origin of the world (nashʾat al-kawn), followed by an epistle to his master and shaykh ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Mahdawī of Tunis, disciple of Abū Madyan (d. 594/1197). Chapter 2 outlines the six parts of his work (al-maʿārif, al-muʿāmalāt, al-aḥwāl, al-manāzil, al-munāzalāt, and al-maqāmāt) . Chapter 3 offfers the actual introduction (muqaddimat al-kitāb), where he presents his theory on the nature of knowledge and its modes, prophetical, mystical, philosophical and theological, the latter of which he criticizes severely. He ends this chapter with three types of the profession of faith, that of the ordinary believers, based on the teachings of Qurʾān and Sunna, that of the theologians, derived from intellectual reflection on the data of faith, and that of the philosophers rooted exclusively in rational reflection. Chapter 4 then details his own profession of faith, a declaration that is both mystical and metaphysical and is based, in theory and practice, on his religion, "the essential adoration" (al-ʿibāda al-dhātiyya) uniting his own being with the absolute ground of existence (wujūd).
Upon this mystical and metaphysical core idea, Ibn al-ʿArabī develops his hermeneutical method of "the science of the letters" (ʿilm al-ḥurūf ), beginning in the second half of chapter 4 and ending with chapter 7. His in-depth study of the letters of the alphabet provides a key to his whole work, examining them against the background of his autobiographical experience and fĳinding in them the building blocks of his spiritual metaphysics. Interpreting the letters one by one in chapter 6, he presents an idiosyncratic order of the alphabet that reminds the reader of his Fuṣūṣ
